



‘You didn’t answer my question!’ – Issues in Performance of 




This paper examines how issues of all-male EDC discussion classes affect performance. The 
general postulation that in groups men assert status through communication was observed in two 
all-male EDC classes. I observed two all-male classes and wrote a teaching journal focusing on 
their classroom performance. As a response I introduced two activities to the class to deal with 
some of the performance issues caused by the intra-gender discussion dynamic. Overall, the 
activities had mixed results  In conclusion, I speculate on what other variables could have caused 
the features observed and speculates how he would approach such classes in the future.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
I decided to observe the two all-male classes I taught in the Fall 2014 semester at Rikkyo 
because I wanted to see what was different between those classes and the other mixed-gender 
classes. This was due to the fact that the students spoke, performed and behaved differently to 
the other classes. I felt that it would be useful for any future teacher of such a class as being 
aware of such features may influence how they teach the class. 
 This was not the first time I have taught all-male classes in Japan. Previously, I had 
taught a university baseball team  at another university. They showed many of the features noted 
by previous studies of male communication. The class was used as an opportunity to exert 
dominance through the use of  language (Leaper, 1991; Leaper & Ayres 2007) the students 
avoided  talking about the problems that they shared in favor of maintaining statues (Grey, 1992) 
they used  inappropriate language more, polite language less and used  few tag questions (Lakoff, 
1975). However, the main difference between that class and the classes observed at Rikkyo was 
their English competence. The baseball players’ class was quite low-level speakers and could 
not maintain a dialogue for more than two minutes while the Rikkyo class had no problem 
performing a 16-minute English-only discussion. As such, I wanted to see how much the Rikkyo 
all-male classes reflected popular academic beliefs on male communication and how such 
observed behavior affected my classroom methodology.  
 The two classes in question were both on the same day and usually occurred at the end of 
the teaching week. The class were both Level 4 classes (the classes generally considered to have 
the lowest English ability), however early observations showed that while grammatical accuracy 
and their active vocabulary were comparatively low their fluency i.e. how often and quickly they 
spoke, was relatively high.   
 Consequently I choose to keep a teaching journal and noted any perceived differences 
between the two classes and the other class taught that week.
1
 The teaching journal was a 
paragraph or two of reflection along with some other notes I felt pertinent. After a few weeks of 
observations, I made some adjustments to my teaching procedure which I felt would deal with 
some of the issues I observed and also to maximize language acquisition. 
 
 
                                                          
1 The Rikkyo EDC course is 28-week course over two semesters. Each week has a unique topic 
and language target. In this case, I had already taught the week’s topic to other classes with the 
all-male classes being the last one of the week.  





The journal I wrote from week 5 of 14 contains anecdotal observations on what was happening 
in my all-male class which I felt was different from the other mixed-gender classes I taught at 
Rikkyo. As such I will sub-divide this discussion into the particular features of my observations 
and changes I initiated. It is important to note that from around week 5 to 8 of the course I tried 
to maintain a similar approach as other classes and after week 8, I reflected on my notes and 
began implementing changes.  
 During the observation period of the class, it became apparent that the students were very 
comfortable around each other. There was a lack of shyness and hesitance to challenge each 
others’ opinions which was not as apparent in other classes. Throughout the EDC course 
students are taught a variety of target language with the intention that they can maintain a 16 
minute fluent and interactive discussion in English in groups of four. As such, they are 
encouraged to use such functions to maintain and develop group discussions. One of the 
purposes of some functions is to increase output of other students by asking them to give more 
information regarding their opinions. In general, I had previously observed (and taught) that by 
using the target the functions, students produced deeper, longer and more interesting discussion. 
By the end of an EDC course students should be relatively able to discuss a variety of topics in 
depth. It is important to make sure that students can recognize this when being taught functions. 
As a result, I have seen in every class students using the target functions to get more information 
about other students’ opinions. By using the target functions appropriately they gain more 
information. As such, as a teacher it is important that these felicity conditions are met in the 
class discussion. Not only should the students understand the ‘how’ but also the ‘why’. 
 Based on my experience the majority of Rikkyo students understand the target functions’ 
usage quickly and tend to use them effectively for the purpose of making the discussion ‘better’. 
The students are aware of the purpose of the class and what is expected of them thus target 
language is often produced. In the case of the observed classes, the students showed similar 
understanding of previously taught target functions, however the usage of the target functions 
seemed to exhibit other features. The students were using the target functions to in an attempt to 
assert status, often by being antagonistic or ignore the felicity conditions of the discussions.  
 In this example below, one of the students (B) in the group attempts to assert his status 




A: I think that documentaries are the best for information. It is mainly because you can learn                                                         
what is happening around the world.  
B: Do you watch documentaries? 
A: Er….sometimes. 
B: When do you watch documentaries? 
A: At home? 
B: Really? So what you are saying is that you don’t watch documentaries often? 
A: Yes 
C: Can I make a comment? 
B: [ignoring C] What documentaries do you watch? 
A: I don’t know…..I saw a documentary about a Japanese man who lived in Africa for twenty 
years. 
B: If you lived in Africa, what would you do? 
                                                          
2 Due to the anecdotal approach to data collection of this paper, this example cannot be taken 
as verbatim but a general representation of what was occurring in the observed classes.  
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A: Eh?  
C: Can I make a comment? 
A: Go ahead. 
B: You didn’t answer my question! 
 
Note: EDC target functions are in bold. 
 
There are a few examples of assertiveness within this discussion. Firstly, B is trying to 
antagonize A by asking him follow-up questions and using paraphrasing to highlight B’s lack of 
knowledge of the topic. This reflects previous research on male assertiveness in intra-gender 
communication (Mulac 2006; Anderson & Leaper, 1998). Those studies found that men far more 
often than women use communication to assert dominance. I noted similar examples throughout 
the observations period in the all-male classes. What is more, it was not a particular student who 
always asserted themselves in discussion. The role often changed during the discussion; in 
general most students were unwilling to concede to others.  
 This dynamic did have some positive features.. While the mixed-gender classes more 
often than not patiently let each participant of the discussion give their opinion and usually 
avoided direct disagreement, the all-male class fought to justify their opinions. No one was 
expected to get away with just giving an opinion; they were often asked a variety follow-up 
questions and others were quick to disagree.  This led to shorter speaking turns and a greater 
number of questions asked. Moreover, other group members were encouraged to join the 
discussion as participants often sought others to agree with their opinions. It created fast, 
interesting discussions and students used a variety of functions.  
 However, there was a negative effect of this dynamic. Often students would go wildly off 
topic for a number of minutes. They would be drawn away from the discussion questions due to 
the high number of follow-up questions.  Secondly, particular target functions were ignored or 
forgotten due to the students getting ‘caught up’ in the discussion - they wanted to challenge 
each other and forgot the purpose of the EDC course. Finally, a lot of time was spent asking 
each about preferences e.g ‘Do you like….?’ ‘Why do you like….?’ Etc. I would speculate that 
the students were trying to find way to assert themselves within the discussions; it is easy to 
criticize someone’s likes and dislikes. 
 After noting and considering my observations, I began to make changes to maximize the 
effectiveness of discussions from the point of view of the EDC targets and attempt to reduce 
some of the issues. Firstly, while it was a positive feature that the students asked lots of follow-
up questions, it often led them off target. As an immediate solution, I would signal to the 
students that they had spent too much on a topic, however it lead to them being lost. As a result, 
they would just move onto the next question assuming that they had finished the topic. As such I 
took another approach which proved more effective. As with all of my classes after each 
discussion is a ‘meta-activity’ where students consider their language performance. Usually, it 
took the form of a checklist where students would mark how much they used each target 
language. It served to remind them of what language they should practice more. It was an 
effective tool in raising awareness in students. In the case of the all-male class, I added a short 
teacher-led activity to encourage the students to notice the fact that we going off topic. I wrote 
the weekly topic title on the board and under it I would write each sub topic the groups discussed. 













 Restaurants in Ikebukuro 
 Karate 





I would go down the checklist and ask the students ‘Is this related to today’s topic?’ The 
students would notice what was appropriate and not appropriate. Though it is quite difficult to 
say what is a ‘good’ topic and a ‘bad’ topic, it did demonstrate to the students that they should 
be aware of the weekly topic. By week 11, the students were almost always on-topic. Thus the 
board work took on another purpose: a class topic review. It also helped deal with some of the 
issues of extended discussion of preferences.  
 As noted, the students often spent a lot of time discussing their preferences. Though 
useful to a small extend, it offered little as part of a deep discussion. Students were often asked 
why they liked something and were expected to explain why, while the other classes preferred to 
discuss why something was good or bad. I attempted to shift the students away from such 
questions while retaining their propensity to ask lots of follow-up questions. As such from 
lesson 8, I banned language of preference from the discussions.  
 At the end of lesson 7, I made a list of alternative words to use in future discussions to 
use instead of ‘I like/love/hate etc.’ 
 
Positive Words    like                    Negative Words    don’t like 
 
Useful                                            Boring 
Important                                       Unhelpful 
Special                                           Difficult 
Fun     Useless 
Interesting     
Helpful 
 
 Don’t say ‘I like….’ Say ‘I think it is …….?’ 
 Don’t ask ‘Do you like’ Ask ‘Do you think….. is (important/boring/etc.)? 
 
This list was written on the board for every lesson. I used it as a reference point when the 
students started asking each other for personal preferences. During feedback stages of the lesson 
I referred back to this list to remind that is important to avoid asking about preference but also 
used it to generate useful questions for activities. 
 The effectiveness of this strategy was initially mixed. Combined with the previously 
discussed strategy of keeping students on topic, the amount of follow-up questions dropped 
noticeably. Moreover there was more silence in discussions. It seemed that the student needed 
more time to formulate ideas. The follow-up questions had become more difficult to answer. 
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There was another unexpected problem. As I had directed the students to ask more opinion 
questions and less preferential questions, they started asking inappropriate questions which 
seemed to confused other students or, which was especially frustrating, use the questions to 
assert status. During week 11, a student asked the group whether they felt that the death penalty 
was fun. Despite the restrictions I had placed on them, some students continued to flaunt the 
rules in a attempt to disrupt the discussions. In these cases, I had to stress firmly that such 
questions were, in essence, counterproductive. Despite this problem, students started to produce 
discussion which reflected the targets of EDC. Discussions were deeper, follow-up questions 
encouraged deeper analysis and for the most part students avoided preferential language.  
 Even though I feel I correctly recognized the issues the all-male classes were presenting, 
I do not necessarily feel that my approach solved the problem. The strategies I introduced to 
solve the problem did solve them to a certain extent but not because the students necessarily 
because better at discussing; they just responded to the rules I had set them. As such the 
strategies only showed them something they already know but had chosen to ignore. The issue 
of asserting status remained. In the final class, students were given a choice of what to discuss. I 
distributed a piece of paper where they could write down topics. The all-male students suggested 
more superficial topics such as ramen, baseball, idol group members, etc. It seemed that once 
they saw that there were no more restrictions on what could be discussed they regressed to topics 
where they could assert themselves.  
 
CONCLUSION 
In hindsight, I felt that I was successful in dealing with the performance issues of the all-male 
classes. However, there are underlying problems with such classes. The fact that the issue of 
asserting status, through being direct and less tentative, was both a blessing and a curse. It meant 
that the students were fearless in what they said but they also felt that anything goes. It was fine 
to argue and to challenge which meant that discussions were interesting and dynamic. The 
negative effect was that the students lost sight of the purpose of the EDC. It seemed that if they 
wanted to be skilled at discussion they could be however they often chose not to be. 
 There are a few issues that were left unanswered. Firstly, did they behave in such a way 
because I was also male? Secondly, did they behave in such a way because I am a non-Japanese 
teacher. Much research into the attitudes of Japanese students (c.f. Sakui & Gaies 1999; Balint 
2008) suggest that the latter. Did the students feel that it was fine to behave in such a way 
because I am a foreigner? Finally, would these students have behaved differently if they were 
mixed-gender class? Of course, but why? 
 Ultimately, in all-male classes perform differently to mixed-gender classes and as such 
should be taught different.  I will be a stricter teacher when teaching classes such as this in future 
at least from the first week. It is important to set the rules of the discussion not only with regards 
to language but also expectations regarding the pragmatics of discussion.  
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